Fatalities resulting from emergency vehicle crashes are relatively rare. Mortality, particularly in the case of unbelted occupants, is relatively high. Data on drunken (handcuffed) arrestees jumping out of a moving police vehicle or the circumstances of such events have not been published. Two cases of such fatalities are described in this paper. Since these cases should be considered as "death in custody," may give rise to significant covering and speculation in the media, and may raise liability questions, they require an in-depth medicolegal investigation, including investigation of the crime scene, complete medicolegal autopsy/toxicology, and reconstruction of the event in the presence of an experienced forensic pathologist. From the 2 cases described in this paper, it appears that mechanical malfunctioning of the locking device of the door of the police vehicle and lack of controlling the actual lock-tied closing of the vehicle door (instead just assuming that it happened) may precipitate such cases. Auditory control by the police officers of the arrestee tampering with or manipulating the car door may be hampered by the background noise of the police vehicle, the on-board radio, and the use of a siren. Regular visual control and adequate control of the actual locking of the vehicle door are of paramount importance to prevent such mishaps. Reconstruction of the event in the presence of the forensic experts is mandatory to test the different hypotheses of the fatal event.
D eaths occurring while in police custody are among the most delicate cases for forensic physicians to examine. Additionally, such deaths may give rise to significant media attention and speculation, increasing the stress put on the medicolegal investigators. If the victim belongs to an ethnic minority group and the event was unwitnessed, racial issues may be brought up. In high-profile cases where police officers might have been involved in the death, political interference with or pressure on the forensic investigation might happen. Furthermore, a major judicial point will be to evaluate any liability of the police officers involved in the event.
To the public, it may seem incomprehensible how a handcuffed arrestee can jump out of a moving police vehicle, and it may evoke public reactions ranging from mockery about "the Keystone Cops" to unbelief and rumors that police are trying to cover up something. Therefore an in-depth medicolegal investigation is mandatory in all cases of deaths occurring while under any form of police custody. [1] [2] [3] In this paper, 2 fatalities of drunken arrestees jumping out of moving police vehicles will be presented. The importance of an investigation of the crime scene by the forensic pathologist and attending a reconstruction of the event is highlighted. The factors contributing to such mishaps and the actions to prevent them will be discussed.
CASES
Type of police vehicles: the police vehicles involved in the cases described were a Volkswagen Transporter and a Mercedes Vito. These vehicles are currently used by Belgian local police for standard interventions and transporting arrestees to the police station. These vehicles are minibuses in which the driver's compartment is separated from the rear compartment by a Plexiglas window. The rear compartment, in which banks and occasionally a small table are installed, can be entered by a sliding side door (at the right side of the vehicle) generally equipped with a so-called childproof lock. When the side door is locked using the childproof lock (standard police procedure), the door can only be opened from the outside.
The first case involved a 29-year-old man who was arrested because of public drunkenness and disturbing public order. At the time of arrest, the arrestee was clinically in a state of intoxication, being verbally and physically aggressive. The man was handcuffed (hands on the back) and placed on a bank in the rear compartment of the police vehicle. Police officers claimed that they closed the side door using the childproof lock. The officers drove at a speed of 90 km/h to the police station, with auditory and visual signals switched on. The police officer in the passenger seat suddenly noticed something "abnormal." When he looked into the back of the vehicle, he noticed that the arrestee was gone and the side door was opened. The police officers returned and found the arrestee dead on the ground, with his head and upper side of the trunk under the rear end of a car parked at the right side of the road. On the rear end of this parked car were impressions and damage consistent with the impact of the body. The victim sustained multiple and complex craniocerebral and maxillofacial traumata, multiple abrasions, contusions and lacerations of the face and trunk, and fractures of the pelvis and lower legs. The victim's lesions were compatible with a high-speed impact of the body against a fixed object. Toxicology revealed 1.99 g/L ethanol in the blood, 2.34 g/L ethanol in the vitreous humor, 3.02 g/L ethanol in the urine and the presence of tetrahydrocannabinol in the blood. Analysis of the police vehicle by the forensic engineer demonstrated that the guide rail in the upper frame of the side door was twisted and that the plastic component of the locking device of the side door (at the so-called B-frame) was damaged. Initially, it was assumed that the arrestee had kicked the side door open using his feet. However, analysis of the plastic component of the locking device demonstrated that the damage was old (it was covered with dust) and resulted from an outward impact, not from and inward impact. Additionally, there were no impressions or damage to the interior lining of the side door. It was therefore concluded that the arrestee had opened the side door himself (using his feet or with his hands on the back) and that the side door had not been closed by the childproof lock, either by not activating the lock by the police officers or by malfunctioning of the childproof lock because of preexisting damage to the locking device.
The second case involved a 48-year-old man, belonging to an ethnic minority, who was arrested because of beating his spouse. The arrest itself involved multiple police officers because the man forcefully resisted arrest. According to the police officers, the arrestee was clearly under the influence of alcohol. The man was placed in the rear compartment of the police vehicle, hands handcuffed at the back. According to the police officers, the man was quiet during transport. While driving to the police station, the police officers followed a nonregular, remote route. At the place of the mishap, the traveling speed was about 30 km/h. On arrival at the police station, the police officers claimed that the arrestee had disappeared and that the side door of the rear compartment of the police vehicle was still locked (it had to be opened by a key). They returned and found the man still conscious with a bleeding head injury. There was minimal damage to the clothing of the victim. An ambulance was called and the man was brought to hospital. On arrival at the hospital, GCS (Glasgow Coma Scale) was 7/15, and the patient remained subcomatose during hospitalization. There was a laceration (approx. 3 cm) to the back of the head, contusion/edema of both frontal lobes of the brain, and a small occipital fracture and a left-sided fracture of the base of the skull. No other (external) injuries were noticed by the treating physicians. Toxicology revealed a blood alcohol level of 2.01 g/L (approx. 5 hours after the initial arrest). Because of the "Houdini-like" escape and the absence of external injuries (except those to the head), the treating physicians suggested that the man might not have jumped out of the police vehicle and might have been beaten by the police. The man died 10 days after the event because of cerebral edema (evolution towards brain death). From the reconstruction, it became clear that the only explanation was that the childproof lock had not been activated. Both police officers later admitted that they had assumed that the side door was closed by a childproof lock but never actually verified this. But could it be explained that the side door was locked and could only be opened by a key (after the arrestee had disappeared)? From the reconstruction, it became clear that when the side door was opened (when the arrestee jumped out) and closed again (by the sudden stopping of the vehicle, the side door closes); the lock was automatically bolted when the engine of the vehicle was switched off. The side door could then only be opened with a key, as claimed by the police officers.
CONCLUSIONS
According to Becker et al, 4 fatalities among emergency vehicle occupants vary between 0.55% and 0.82% of the crashes. Unbelted occupants of emergency vehicles have a 2.6 times increased risk of dying during a crash when compared with belted occupants. 5 Data on injuries or fatalities of persons jumping out of moving emergency vehicles are not available, and we do not know what the reasons are why people are able to jump out of emergency vehicles.
The question that arises in both cases described is why did the police officers not hear the arrestee tampering with or manipulating the side door of the police vehicle? At first glance, it may be difficult to believe that the police officers did not hear anything. However, from the reconstructions, it became clear that there was a combination of accumulating factors leading to a sound level above 85 dB in the driver's compartment: the vehicle background noise while driving, the auditory signal (siren), and auditory volume of the onboard radio switched on. Additionally, the front and rear compartments were separated by a closed Plexiglas window.
A striking feature in both cases was that these mishaps could have been prevented if the correct functioning of the locking device had been checked. In both cases, it was assumed that the locking device functioned normally, but this was never actually checked, nor was any attention given to the damaged plastic component of the locking device, as described in the first case.
From these cases, the following lessons can be learned: The last point, reconstructing the event in the presence of the forensic experts, is crucial and in the interest of both victim and suspect. In the second case, the police officers faced severe charges because they were not able to provide a The American Journal of Forensic Medicine and Pathology • Volume 27, Number 4, December 2006 Jumping From Police Vehicles plausible explanation for the "Houdini-like" escape of the arrestee that suggested police brutality. Despite the fact that the police officers were ultimately charged with professional negligence, they were cleared from a more severe charge of intentional police brutality leading to death.
The importance of training and experience, of interchange of information between forensic investigators and the forensic pathologist, and of common sense in the pursuit of the truth cannot be emphasized enough in cases of death in custody.
